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The needs of the British -Empire created the indenture 
system which saw the migration of thousands of Indians 
abroad. The precarious social and economic conditions 
of village India aroused in Indian minds a desire to 
seek security and the picture of hope painted by the 
recruiters' agents (arkatis) enticed Indians to enter 
into girmit (the agreement of the indenture system). 
In the case of Fiji it was the experience of Sir 
Arthur Gordon, while governor of Mauritius and 
Trinidad, with indentured labourers, which led to his 
introducing them into Fiji to assist in implementing 
his native policy. In the negotiations between Fiji 
and India, Fiji promised to treat Indians on an equal 
basis with others already domiciled in the colony.l 

The first Indians arrived in May 1879. Yet before 
they had done so Sir Arthur Gordon had decreed that in 
Fiji indigenous Fijian interests would always be 
paramount. He interpreted the Deed of Cession, which 
formalized the sUbjugation of the archipelago to 
Britain, as a covenant entered into between Fijian 
Chiefs, their people and Britain, for the protection 
of Fiji's indigenes. The Fijian Chiefs concurred with 
his interpretation. 

In its agreement with India, Fiji expressed a willing
ness to permit Indians to reside in Fiji permanently 
and to facilitate their settlement there. Within a 
year of the arrival of the first migrants an 
ordinance in 1880 forbade the alienation of Fijian 
land, after earlier purchases by Europeans had been 
investigated and settled. Further, other legislation 
made acquisition of Fijian land on leases far from 
easy. Sir John Bates Thurston, governor from 1885 
to 1897, nonetheless recognized the need to find land 
for Indian use, and his successor, Sir George O'Brien 
(1897 - 1901) , -took positive steps in this direction. 
Before this was done Fijians themselves had expressed 
apprehension about the implications _of the influx of 
Indians for their land. It became very quickly apparent 
that the paramountcy of Fijian interests might be 
incompatible with the equality promised to Indians. 
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To these two irreconcilables was added a third, the 
practices of colonialism wherein European interests 
were supreme. 

On arriving in Fiji Indians quickly realized that they 
had to come to terms with the realities and rigours 
of the plantation system. The indenture system 
persisted from 1879 to the end of 1919 and during that 
time over 60,000 Indians came to work in the 
plantations of Fiji. Most of these remained to 
establish a new and permanent home in the Pacific. 
But before an individual moved to that stage he had 
to serve his five years of lirmit. For most, girmit 
was narak (hell) because Ii e on an indenture · 
planta tion constitu'ted a form of human degradation. 
First, they all had to be 'coolies', a' term which 
though -harmless in derivation, carried extremely 
derogatory connotations in Fiji where in sound it was 
nearly identical to the Fijian word for dog. For ' 
most labourers' girmit was indeed a dog's life. It 
was a time when the individual lost his izzat (self 
re'spect) . 

Indians had come to Fiji in search of security but 
their immediate experience did not realize this desire. 
Instead, for five years they had an existence which 
dehumanized and brutalized them. When the search for 
security was resumed after girmit it was recognized 
that in order to achieve it one's izzat had also to 
be retrieved. Thus security and izzat became 
inseparable: one could not be obtained without the 
other. Indian politics thereafter was to become a 
search for the goal ' of citizenship ~hich consisted 
of security and izzat. Indian politics wgs not directed 
towards capturing power by Indians fQr Indians but 
finding an accommodation within the existing power 
structure. The overthrow of ' the system was not · 
planned but a permanent and equal plac'e for Indians 
within it was their goal. . . 

Indians determined that security and izzat could not 
be attained through a single path: different routes 
had to be trod simultaneously so an essentially 
multi-faceted approach wa.s adopted. The roads were 
not separate moving in divergent directors. They 
were parallel until towards the end when they 
conve.rged towards the single goal of 'citizenship, 
which was made tip of two inseparable and indispensable 
components, security and iz·zat. The citizenship 
demanded would be, in the words of the Salisbury 
despat.ch, "in no whit inferior" to that enj oyed by 
others who had made Fiji their permanent home. 2 The 
guiding philosophy was equality which could not be 
compromised. 
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The paths chosen were political rights, economic 
opportunity, and social status. The achievement of 
political rights was for most through common roll. 
Though there was some difference in the strategy to 
be adopted there was no confu~ion about the goal to be 
reached. For economic opportunity, the security for 
Indian cane farmers on native leases was for most the 
first priority. The social status wanted was equality 
with whites possible in the Indian view through 
possession of western education, which would not only 
help economic diversification but also guarantee equal 
opportunities in all spheres of life for themselves 
and their children. This concern for the future 
explains why they sometimes remained adamant. Short 
term gains alone were not adequate. Lasting agreements 
were essential to buttress their own and their 
descendants' security. 

When Indians arrived in Fiji the colony was already 
a plural society, as defined by Furnivall,3 and Indian 
rights and aspirations could only be achieved in the 
context of this reality, taking cognizance of the 
rights and designs of others, especially indigenous 
Fijians. Initially Indians were too preoccupied with 
the rigours of girmit to worry about political rights 
and it was not until the turn of the century that a 
political consciousness appeared which climaxed in a 
request for representation in the Legislative Council. 
Government responded, but neither the man chosen, 
Badri Mahraj, a former indentured labourer turned 
prosperous farmer, nor the method adopted - the 
nomination system, proved acceptable to Indians. 4 
Then in order to ensure that labourers fr.om India 
continued to corne for the benefit of Fiji's economy, 
the Colonial Office on advice from India decided to 
enfranchise Indians. There followed much correspond
ence and debate, India pressing for common franchise, 
Fiji and Whitehall resisting. Finally in 1929 after 
ten years of discussion, Indians were allowed to elect 
three representatives to the Legislative Council on a 
communal franchise. At the time Europeans had six . 
elected members and Fijians three, nominated hy the 
Governor on the advice of their own Council of Chiefs. 
Indians were not satisfied. After a short stay the 
Indian member for the southern constituency introduced 
a motion calling for the introduction of the common roll 
as this alone would erase the stigma of inferiority 
and enable Indians to be equal with all others. Apart 
from his two colleagues he was unable to convince any
body els~ in the Legislative Council. The three Indian 
members then left, resigning their seats which remained 
vacant until 1932. Thereafter a common roll he,came the 
panacea for Indian political salvation. For Fijians 
and Europeans it was anathema. 
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Indians desired common roll not to dominate others, as 
their opponents suggested, but to attain equality which 
they thought was theirs of right as citizens. Indeed 
it was admitted by the colonial regime that there were 
certain areas where Indians were treated differently 
from others. It was even prepared to pass an ordinance 
providing for equal status of Indians but again the 
discussion involving Fiji, London, and India, proved 
lengthy and fruitless. One wonders whether such 
legislation even if enacted would have been implemented 
given the nature of colonialism. s 

Indian insistence on common roll brought a reaction 
from others. Fijians feared the loss of the 
paramountcy of their interests, Europeans were anxious 
that their privileges as kinsmen of colonial rulers 
might be eroded if power slipped from the hands of the 
colonizer to others, particularly Indians. European 
elements whose activities in the 1870's had been 
responsible for the ceding of Fiji to Britain by the 
1930's had changed their position too. They now saw 
themselves as trustees and guardians of indigenous 
Fijians because of their kinship with the European 
official elite. By the time Sir Murcheson Fletcher 
left as governor in 1935 the foundations had been 
laid for an alliance between Europeans and Fijians. 
The entente was cemented for posterity when Europeans 
and Fijians participated jointly and generously in 
the Second World War to save the Empire, while Fiji 
Indians stood aloof. Worse their canefarmers and 
their leaders initiated a strike which was seen as 
tantamount to sabotaging the .war effort and stigmatized 
Indians as disloyal. 

The Indian position was weakened by the attitudes of 
both officials and others in Fiji. The Council of 
Chiefs in 1933 saw Indians as immigrants and made 
clear that it did not wish any political arrangement 
whereby the government of indigenous Fijians was 
placed in Indian hands. 6 European elements too 
tended to be critical of Indians and some saw ' them as 
sojourners and threats to Fijians. The debate in 
1946 initiated by a European member of the Legislati~e 
Council on safeguarding Fijians provides an example. 
The colonial regime which had been responsible for 
bringing Indians seemed .. to be ambivalent. As late as 
1965 the Governor could still refer to Indians as 
immigrants and suggest that Britain would do nothing 
that would put Fijians under the heels of Indians. 8 
His remarks implied that Indians desired to control 
others. Second, his comments can be construed to 



5 

infer that Indian rights were not on a par with those 
of Fijians. Like so many others before and after he 
misread Indian thinking. He was too influenced by 
the size of the Indian population, by 1944 exceeding 
Fijians and by 1946 constituting the majority in 
Fiji. He too fell pr ey to the 'Indian bogey', that 
they wished to usurp control of Fiji. In reality 
Indians knew they were unable to govern the colony 
alone, lackini the skills to do so and aware that 
they would be opposed by the colonial regime which 
was firmly in control, by Europeans and by Fijians. 
In the 1960's Fijians reiterated explicitly that in 
any political transfer they expected Fiji, which had 
originally been given by Fijian Chiefs to Britain, 
would be returned to them and not to others. Fijians 
seemed willing to share power but made it ~lear that 
they had no wish to relinquish the control of their 
country to anyone else once colonial hegemony ended. 

The interplay of the aspirations of the various 
communities created the issues not only of Fiji Indian 
politics but that of Fiji as a whole. Three of these 
issues had special significance and will be discussed 
in the context of cane farmers, constitution and 
education . . A satisfactory resolving of these meant 
for Indians the realization of security through ' izzat. 

Today 80% of Fiji's cane farmers are Indians. 9 This 
is a legacy of indenture days when the C.S.R. company 
made efforts to encour age Indians to remain on the 
land and subsequently devised the small farmer system 
to erisure the flow of cane to its mills. The history 
of C.S.R. and Indian cane farmer relations though marked 
by success of differing degrees for both was also 
bedevilled with conflict. There were the strikes of 
1920 and 1921 where the point of dispute was wages, 
and those of 1943 and 1960 over cane prices. . In 1969, 
when a new contract had to be negotiated, another 
confrontation was imminent but was avoided when all 
parties agreed to accept Lord Denning as sole 
arbitrator. Lord Denning's award £or the first time 
guaranteed a fair price to the cane farmers but the 
millers demurred as the magnitude of the profits they 
desired was unlikely.10 Consequently the C.S.R. and 
its subsidiary the South Pacific Sugar Mills Limited 
vacated Fiji but after being given a handsome sum by 
the government of the country for their assets. 

Suffice it to mention that the 1943 strike divided 
the farmers just after they had unionized. The Kisan 
Sangh which had been founded in 1937 was broken and 



the Maha Sangh became its permanent rival. It is this 
latter Sangh which was the basis of the Federation of 
Cane Growers. In 1960 another strike made permanent 
the rift of 1943 among Indian farmers. The Kisan 
Sangh group later formed the Fiji National Congress 
which joined the Alliance, founded in 1966, a party 
comprising three constituent ethnic organisations. 
The other farmers' group centred around the 
Federation of Cane Growers Organizations, provided the 
base for the Federation Party which was a direct out
come of the 1960 strike and designed to obtain redress 
for cane growers' grievances. It successfully fought 
elections for three of the four Indian communal 
constituencies in 1963. The political divisions among 
Indians polarized on the basis of the different 
allegiances of Indian cane farmers and other elements 
in the Fiji Indian community aligned to these political 
factions. Though C.S.R. has gone, labour organizations 
designed to combat it have remained and retain the 
allegiance of supporters favouring distinct strategies 
to satisfy their hopes. 

The second issue that relates to the cane farmers 
centres on land. Fijian land is inalienable and 
constitutes 83% of the total land area of Fiji. The 
remaining 17% is largely freehold in European hands 
with some under control of the Crown. The limited 
freehold has made it essential that cane farmers have 
access to leaseholds with adequate tenure to give them 
incentive for higher levels of productivity. This 
has never been easy and the problem has been complicated 
by different attitudes towards land. While Indians 
regard land largely in economic terms, for Fijians 
it has a socio-psychological value which is linked with 
their survival and existence as a cultural-racial 
entity. Without land Fijians feel they would be 
reduced to nothing. But Fiji's economy is agricultural, 
dependent upon a single crop, the sugar cane, with most 
of the cultivators being Indians. Though Indian farmers 
in Fiji regard land in essentially economic terms, they 
also have a deep traditional attachment to it. Excluded 
from owning their own fa.TIns, their emotions seek 
compensation through secure leaseholds. They are very 
sensitive to their prospects in this sphere since for 
them it is inseparable from thei~ continued existence 
in Fij i. 

Land legislation and the requirements of the economy 
have determined that the landlord-tenant relationship 
which polarizes along racial lines will forever 
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endure. It isequaUy accepted that .without stability 
in the sugar industry Fij i' s political equilibrium 
would be endangered. While Indians have consistently 
clamoured for long leases, Fij ia-ns have reacted by 
expressing fear about the likelihood of the loss of 
their land and therefore their status and security in 
their native state. As Indians have voiced their 
demands so have Fijian fears increased proportionately. 
Whe.n in the 1950' s Indian population seemed to burgeon, 
Fijians advised Indians to control their increase. 
Indian leadership retaliated with remarks that it was 
not population increase but availability of land that 
was the real problem. Such a lack of appreciation of 
Fijian anxieties placed strain on Fijian-Indian 
relations which though characterized by apparent 
harmony had strong undertones of mistrust. 

By the 1960's the colonial government of Fiji became 
aware of the need to legislate towards a solution 
within the limitations imposed by the inalienability 
of Fijian land. The passage of the Agricultural Land
lords and Tenants Ordinance required the landlord to 
show that he needed his land if he wished to terminate 
leases. For Indians this measure seemed to provide 
only limited relief as they saw more and more Fijian 
lands falling into reserves and then rever'ting to 
bush. Indians who have previously cultivated these 
became increasingly dissatisfied. When the Alliance 
succeeded the British as rulers they found it 
necessary to introduce steps towards a solution. In 
1976 the Agricultural Landlord and Tenant Act was ' 
passed; it guaranteed Indians thirty year leases. 
Indians again found this inadequate. They contended 
that their doomsday was being postponed for another 
thirty years. Given that Indians have to think beyond 
their present generation their consternation multi
plied. Fij ians had hoped that their a.ction would be 
accepted with gratitude and were dismayed with the 
immediate Indian response of seeing the new legislation 
as an interim measure requiring what Fijians anticipated 
as further concessions on their part in an area of 
crucial significance for them. 

The Agricultural and Landlords Tenant Act (ALTA) also 
divided the Indian community yet again. The fight with 
the C.S.R. Company had brought one form of division, 
with those not prepared to compromise joining the 
N.F.P. With ALTA, the N.F.P. itself became bitterly 
divided. The group which suppqrted ALTA held that 
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this was the best o'ffer possible at the time and that 
- tbreject - it would' be<fo'ol;ish ; ' . The~" support of' this 
group was : c.rucial be~atise 'the AlliaJic'e" had only 3 3 
seats ' inParliameht but needed 39 ' v'ote's or a three
quarters 'majority to enatt its ' prop'bsed legislation. 
In the · final count' the Speaker's "vote along ' with those 

:'of · a N.F ; P. ;· fac,tiOILprovided the necessary number 
required constltutionallj' t6 pass :ALtA : ' The opposing 

' N.F~P. fa~tion ~ later 'branded its . ~oll~agues, 'the .... 
ALTOgartg'; and accused them' of' selling thEl'ir community. 

~ . .: . 

~More re~ently · the Prime Ministet 'stated in ~arliament 
that .pressure on Fijians regarding land could lead 'to 
bloodshed. The remarks· were a .frank expressio:r'{~:o.f a: 
reality .that Indians have "no alternative but. to a_~c'ept. 
It is a reality; which fbr Iridia~s, mgkes secu~ity 
even more elusive. 

ORe might argue that ~ith the replacement of 'CSR/SPSM 
by ,the local ~iji Sugar COrp6raticin arid the passage 
of. ALTA , in Nov,ember 1976,' the sug'a,r i ,ndu'stry and land 
are 'no longer issues of po Ii tics as of ofd . . They have 
been neutrali~ed. To pres~ within too short a time,
after ALTA for amendments~ seemi'ng ,to favour Indians 
could create dissension rather than resolve .the ' 
predicament' of Indian farmers. With land being 
governed by entrenched clauses of the Constitution, 
the cane farmers are very much depende'nt upon' the 
goodwill of the landlords; again ~ ~eality which ~ill 
not allay fears of security among Indian farmers. 
They are impotent to make any adjustments on their 
own, their future depends on the flexibir'ity and 
generosity of the landlord as determined by the 
landlord himself. . 

The second path towards self-respect and security ~as 
to obtain a form of politi'cal representati.on that gave 
Indians adequate voice to prote'ct their rights . . For 
most" common franchise was the only solution. This 
was vigorously opposed by Europeans, Fijians and the 
colonial regime itself. With the arrival of' political 
parties, the N.F.P. became the champion of common roll . 
Its Indian opponents joined the Alliance which 
favoured common roll as the ultimate goal 'but " argued 
that in the meantime it was more realistic to hav~ a 
communal franchise, since 1966 mitigated by a limited 
use of national roll constituencies . . To accommodate 
Indians and placate outside pressures common roll was 
introduced in the municipalities, with Suva and Lautoka, 
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the two largest, receiving .theirs after indepenqence. 
Since most Indians we,re desirous .. of a v.oting .system 
that' was not forthcoming it was not unexpected .that 
they should be ~ost vocal in demanding political · change. 

. . 
After the formation of the Federation Party and 
rapid dec~lonization in. other parts of the world 
Indiflns began demanding self-government for Fij i. By 
1965 the Federation .Party believed that independence . 
could come immediately and that Fiji was ready for it. 
Europeans, Fijians and a small group of Indians 
opposed this call. The differences between the two 
groups after 1965, one represented by the Federation 
Party and the other -by the Alliance, reached an 
impasse wi,th the 1968 by-election. 

Then political ~tances changed quickly and unexpectedly. 
Late in 1969 the Alliance expressed a willingness to 
take Fij i to dominion status which was in fact self,
government, barely a step removed from full independence. 
It did so simply because it felt that it could no 
longer wait for pressures to mount in the United 
Nations, or for the Labour Government in Britain to 
capitulate to these, and concede to Indian demands, 
especially of common roll. It was of the view that 
if Fiji moved to self-government immediately, with 
the Alliance holding 27 seats in the Legislative 
Council compared to the N.F.P. 's 9, Fijians would 

be able to negotiate from a position of strength .. 
The N.F.P. was willing and even proved concilatory. 
It was so from a belief that the removal of the 
colonial power would establish amicable relations 
between Indians and Fijians. Second, it thought that 
if it proved reasonable and acceded to Fijian requests 
then the Fijian Association, the dominant voice in the 
Alliance, would lose its suspicion of the N.F.P. and 
its overwhelming Indian support and might even recognize 
that the N.F.P. was of greater value in guaranteeing 
the Fijian position and therefore a better al~y than 
Europeans and the minority of Indians already in the 
Alliance. In its mood of compromise N.F.P. offered 
to shelve common roll from its party platform. It 
was also prepared to guarantee a position in the 
Upper House to the Council of Chiefs, an institutio~ 
which it had frequently criticized, and to entrenched 
clauses for the protection of Fijian land, customs 
and institutions. The two parties agreed that the 
system of voting accepted at the Constitutional 
Conference in 1970 would be subje~t to review by 
Royal Commission before the life of the first post
independence parliament expired. 
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Subsequently this Commission was appointed and produced 
a report which· recommended the existence of the communal 
seats alongside those elected on the basis of the 
single transferable vote. The report was placed 
before parliament but never debated. The Prime Minister 
perhaps made the final and the most important pronounce
ment upon it when he categorically announced that he 
did not see common roll in any form arriving in Fiji 
during his own political lifetime. 11 He did this from 
a position of strength since the first general election 
after independence in 1972 had given the Alliance 33 
seats to 19 held by the N.F.P. Since the Alliance 
was quite happy to accept the existing constitution and 
since the N.F.P. did not have 75% of the votes in the 
House of Representatives needed to achieve change, 
debate on the report seemed futile as the status quo 
would have prevailed. 

Indians had been euphoric at the prospect of independ
ence but it was soon apparent that it bad not fulfill
ed their expectations. By 1976 it was obvious that 
common roll had been again rejected, though some 
still clamoured for it as they had done since 1929. 
Thus another rallying cry of Indian political leaders 
was neutralized and became a non-issue. 

The question of security remained unresolved. Indeed 
it had been brought into sharper focus. The early 
1970's had seen the position of Indians overseas 
deteriorate particularly in Africa where with the on
set of independence a number of disabilities had been 
imposed upon them and their continued safety in those 
territories was doubtful. Then Idi Amin delivered 
the coup de grace by expelling Indians from Uganda in 
1972. Reverberations were felt allover the world. 
Fiji's Prime Minister was to admit that nothing had 
.set back further his efforts towards creating a multi
racial state in Fiji than Amin's action in Uganda. 
Indians became extremely apprehensive, signs had been 
evident before 1972: small numbers of Indians ' were 
leaving Fiji, especially for Canada and the United 
States. Many more desired to migrate to Australia 
and New Zealand but the immigration policy of these 
two countries was not as flexible towards those with 
dark skins. One would be safe in generalizing that 
there is ha'rdly an Indian family in Fij i which does 
not have someone living in North America. Those who 
left gave as· their reason the need to guarant.ee not 
their own future, because many of them held good 
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positions as skilled artisans~ but to secure 
opportunities for ,their children. 

The Indian positiot;l was also threatened ' by the ' birth 
of the Fijian Nationalist Party with its crt of 'Fiji 
for Fijians'. In October 1975, five years after 
independence~ its 1eadei, Sakiasi ' Butadroka elected 
on the Alliance , ticket in 1972; but subsequently . 
expelled from the party, though, he did not resign his 
parliamentary seat, tabled a motion in · Parliament 
calling for the repatriation of · Indians t6 India. 
Both the Alliance and theN.F.P. strongly opposed the , 
motion which was defeated but the two rivals could not 
agree to a single formula to counter it. 12 For the 
N.F.P:, · the Alliance rebuttal wa~ inadequate: , Then 
the Leader of the Opposition, S.M. K6ya, stated 
publicly that the Alliance wished to do legally what 
Butadroka was attempting illegally. Koya's remarks 
created a permanent breach between him and the Prime ' 
Minister, Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara. ' 

The Mara - Koya rift constituted a land mark in Fiji's 
politics. During negotiations for independence a close 
relationship had developed between the two 'leaders , 
and the Prime Minister had taken Koya with him to the 
United Nations when he addressed the General Assembly 
on FiJi's becoming independent: In ·fact, it was the 
joint effort of the two leaders that had contributed 
to a peaceful transition from colonia'l rule to ' 
independence. ~or his part the Prime Minister had ' 
expressed hopes o'f a coalition government wherein the , 
different communities could adequately participate in 
the decision-making process. The Opposition Leader 
had spur,ned this overture" though ·s·ome 'of his colleagues 
wished, to explore possibilities.. There wa's also some 
reluctance in the Alliance ·to a natiorra l coalition. 
When in 1972 the Alliance was ele.cted with a 
substantial maj ori ty the concept slipped into the back-
ground. Koya was encountering difficulties ,within ~is 
own party because of his close co-operation with Mara. 
He was blamed for the election defeat of 1972 and 
accused of acting dictatorially without consul tinghis 
colleagues on important issues .. He was being pressed 
to be more. cri tical of the government and to adopt a 
more forceful posture in defending Indian rights. 

At t.he time a number of incidents affectin'g Fij ian
Indian relations occurred and the ·N.F.P. leader was 
required to take a positive stand. His hand was a~so 
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being forc~d by challenges to his leadership from with
in his party. In fact, the crown of N.F.P. leadership 
which Koya assumed in October 1969 after the death of 
the formidable A.D. Patel, had never sat comfortably 
on his head. There were other aspirants, K.C. Ramrakha, 
the party's General Secretary and Mrs Irene Narayan. 
Koya had been under constant pressure to disassociate 
himself from the Prime Minister and show that there was 
an Opposition in Parliament. The emer.gence of 
Butadroka who became involved in incidents concerning 
Indians on Fijian land, always a very sensitive issue, 
necessitated that Koya assert himself not only for the 
security of Indians but also for his own political 
survival. Indians like vocal, aggressive and bold 
leaders. Koya set out to live up to his reputation and 
his denunciation of the Alliance after the Butadroka 
debate, without accompanying evidence, was an important 
step in his efforts to reassert his role. 

Yet this did not re'-establish his position within his 
own party. That his amicable relations with the 
Prime Minister had terminated became publicly evident 
by the beginning of 1976, when the latter did not see 
any reason to arrange a meeting between Koya and the 
visiting U. N. Secretary-General. Aliena ted from the 
Prime Minister, Koya became increasingly isolated 
within his party while quarrelling openly with his 
colleagues. His stature within the N.F.P. was reduced 
when the party's constitution was amended to separate 
the office of Leader of Opposition from that of the 
President of the party. The squabble over ALTA, when 
Koya's faction-opposed that of Irene Narayan in 
Parliament, and the assertion of Irene Narayan that 
the President of the party was of greater consequence 
than its parlia,mentary leader saw the creation of two 
factions voicing divergent if not conflicting views on 
the same issue. As the second general election since 
independence approached in 1977 it was obvious to all 
that the N.F.P. leaders were deeply divided and there 
were queries as to whether as a result there was dis
unity among their supporters. 

Indians faced the general election with anxiety.13 
On the one hand the party of a majority of them was 
in disarray; on the other, the Fiji Nationalist Party 
seemed to be an emerging national force. Then in 
February 1977 they heard of an action which struck 
at the root of what remained of their security in 
Fiji. They learnt that in selecting students for the 
Foundation Year Programme at the University of the 
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',.south ,Raci'fic ' the governnient had b'~gun to implement an 
agreement, obfainedduring 'diseussions o'Ii Development 
Plan IV; and asa result of ' the recommendation 'of the 
Education Commission of 1969, that 50% ~of all scholar
ships would be ' reserved for Fijians iri order to eriable 
them to bridge the ' gap' that existed between 'their' 
performance and that of others . ." It was a measure ' that 
was basic to the removal of economic disparities ' and 
introduction of a substantial proportion of Fijians 
as participants into th~ cash economy. 

The result was that some Indian students with extremely 
high marks in the university entrance' examination 'were 
unable to obt~inentry into U.S.P.'s pre-degree 
programmes while Fijians with ' a lower aggregate entered 
with ease. The charge of discrimination was levelled 
against the Alliance government. And since Indian 
achievement in Fiji depended upon the acquisition of 
western education, the restriction and even denial of 
it provided a common cause for the community. Education 
is to Indians what land is to Fijians, the source of 
survival, hence the issue brought Indians together. 
They recognized the need for an expression 6f s61idarity 
behind those who claimed to be their strongest champions, 
the N.F.P. Indians rallying as a result of education 
papered the cracks in the N.F.P. and when linked to the 
new phenomenon of Fijian divisiveness it allowed the 
N.F.P. to increase i~s strength from 19 to 26 seats in 
the House of Representatives. Thus the N.F.P. had most 
seats in Parliament as a result of the March-April 
1977 General Election; the Alliance tally of 1972 had 
dropped by 9 to 24. While the N.F.P. retained all its 
Indian communal seats, the Alliance lost in two Fijian 
communal constituencies, one to an independent and 
another to the Fijian Nationalist Party. The N.F.P. 
victory was achieved partly through the havoc the 
Fijian Nationalists caused in the Alliance camp. 
Though Alliance defeat warmed N.F.P. stalwarts, the 
rise of Fij ian Nationalists seeking a Fij i for -
Fijians only sent a new chill through Indian spines. 

The joy of victory was short for theN.F.P., as the 
party leadership began to disintegrate almost 
immediately. For , two days N.F.P. parliamentarians, 
old and new, dilly-dallied, not knowing whether or 
not to form a government. One of the newly elected 
members, Jai Ram Reddy, publicly stated that there 
was nobody in the N.F.P. with sufficient stature to 
lead the country. This was on Monday and the country 
had to wait till a little after midday on Thursday for 
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the Party to elect Koya as leader with 14 votes for and 
12 against on the second ballot, after the first had 
resulted in a 13 - 13 tie. Some of Koya's senior and 
most able colleagues had informed him of their unwill
ingness to serve in any government led by him. While 
the N.F.P. continued in this vein the Governor-General 
using his constitutional powers reappointed 
Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara as the head of a minority 
government. 

The Governor-General's action on the day before Good 
Friday 1977, brought a sense of relief to the people 
of Fiji. Subsequently Koya accused the Prime Minister 
of accepting the commission in order to deprive an 
Indian of the opportunity of leading the country. 
This brought upon Koya a counter charge of racism. 
Some of the Indian N.F.P. parliamentarians in the 
three days before the Governor-General's decision, 
were reluctant to form a government because they did 
not believe that Fiji could be governed by a party 
which had the over-whelming support of Indians and 
less than negligible Fijian sympathy. Hence they 
genuinely offered coalition as a means of associating 
the different communities in a broad-based national 
government. The Alliance would have none of it; the 
Fiji Nationalists and Koya being the main reasons. The 
caution within the N.F.P. illustrated that Indians 
given an opportunity, however slight, were not prepared 
to take control if it was to be detrimental to Fiji. 
Had they been propelled by desires to dominate Fiji, 
and they had been accused of so desiring, they would 
have acted immediately, for they were in a constitutional 
position to do so. At no stage did they press for 
the reins of government. Had they been merely power 
hungry they would have united and formed a government. 
Koya indeed was unacceptable to nearly half of them but 
equally important in their thinking was the belief that 
Indians could not govern Fiji alone. Jai Ram Reddy 
had expressed doubts about the complete loyalty of the 
civil service and army; he might have been wrong but 
he and some of his N.F.P. colleagues preferred not to 
take the risk of being proven right. 

Nevertheless the Governor-General's decision once more 
brought unity, although temporary, to the N.F.P. They 
were united long enough to bring down the minority 
government. l4 Thereupon the Prime Minister successfully 
recommended dissolution of parliament leading to a 
second general election. In between the dissolution 
and the next general election, Indian disunity assumed 



15 

a new dimension. The National Federation Party in its 
original form was soon no more. Instead there came 
into being two warring factions and neither was 
permitted to use on the ballot paper the old N.F.P. 
symbol of the mango tree. The rival factions fielded 
separate candidates for the second general election 
in which there were no real issues. For the N.F.P. 
the battle was about the personality and leadership 
of S.M. Koya. Neither izzat nor security were now of 
prime concern. What needed decision was who should 
lead Fiji Indians. The Prime Minister as the leader 
of the Alliance Party made it quite clear that he 
would like to see Koya defeated. 

The second general election of 1977 for the Alliance 
was directed at ensuring the return of Fijians into 
its fold after the incursions of Butadroka's 
Nationalists in March - April when they had received 
25% of the Fijian votes cast. The Alliance was not 
concerned about its General Elector support which had 
remained with it, but was worried about happenings 
within its Indian constituent organisation. There too 
I ndians were divided, not on issues but over 
personalities; the motive: petty jealousy.IS The 
Alliance sorely needed Indian votes but disunity was 
not designed towards that end. 

The two factions of the former N.F.P., one with the 
dove as its symbol, and the other with the hibiscus 
f lower, seemed oblivious of the presence of their old 
adversary, the Alliance. In the bitter conflict 
between the dove and the flower all the old prejudices 
of Indians surfaced. Soon the flower became the 
symbol of a Hindu party particularly when some of its 
leaders began calling Indians to vote for the flower 
which was used in the worship of one's gods and 
goddesses. In turn the doves, led by Siddiq Koya, 
became labelled a Muslim party although most of Koya's 
supporters remained Hindus. Koya publicly acknowledged 
that no Muslim could be elected to parliament in an 
Indian communal constituency without Hindu votes. 
Muslims, a minority of less than 20% of the Indian 
population, were no less sensitive. They regarded the 
attack on Koya as religiously motivated and quietly 
concurred that they must support their co-religionists. 
After an acrimonious contest the result was that N.F.P. 
which six months before had captured 26 seats in a 
52 seat house was reduced to 15; 12 for the flower 
and 3 for the dove. Siddiq Koya was himself a 
casualty "at the hands of Jai Ram Reddy who later 
became the Leader 
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of Opposition. The flower group captured 49.8% of 
the Indian vote and the dove 35.7%. The Alliance which 
in 1972 had obtained 24% of the Indian vote but only 
16% in March - April 1977, lost further ground here 
when its share declined to 14.5%. The results 
indicated that Indians still preferred one or the 
other N.F.P. factions to the Alliance . The 
declaration of results did not witness the end of 
conflict among Indians. Those within the flower 
group began squabbling over the choice of leaders. 
K.C. Ramrakha, the Secretary of the old National 
Federation Party, accused its President, 
Mrs Irene Narayan of pre-empting the decision by 
promising during the campaign that Jai Ram Reddy would 
be leader if he emerged victorious. Ramrakha preferred 
a Fijian, Ratu JUlian Toganivalu. Again the rift 
proved permanent. Shortly afterwards, Ratu Julian 
Toganivalu died and Ramrakha, though he remained in 
Parliament, was not reconciled with his former 
colleagues. 

The journey towards izzat and security was proving 
not only unending but also hazardous. Yet some of the 
encumbrances were self-created: the products of 
internal squabblings, envy and ambition. The hope 
that with the departure of the colonizer the two major 
races would coalesce in search of nation-hood guided by 
the principle of equality and eschewing discrimination 
was not realized with the pace anticipated. Indian 
disunity, though not new, was acquiring inspiration 
from forces considered obsolete. 

A new set of (actors were confronting Indians, and 
their leaders particularly, seemed unable to grapple 
with them. Issues that had provided some unity 
previously had been neutralized. Land, for instance, 
could not be discussed except to the detriment of 
Indians themselves. The sugar industry in the hands 
of a local corporation, controlled by a specific 
ordiance and overseen by an independent chairman 
could not be used as a political football. Common 
roll, never a reality, seemed even more distant in 
1978 than in 1929. Education, the great concern of 
Indians, cannot be exploited to any lasting 
advantage since the agreement of allocating scholar
ships on a fifty-fifty basis was done with the 
concurrence of Indian political leaders. So no major 
issues exist to exercise the energy of leaders, or if 
they do then they have acquired such sharp barbs that 
they are either best left untouched or need such 
delicate handling and entail such political risks, 
that caution and silence appear preferable to action. 
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When one looks at the Indian community one note~ 
that it provides most of the professionals in the 
country, most of Fiji's university graduates, most of 
its cane farmers, and most of the middle level shop
keepers, who are Gujerati Indians. Some Indians live 
in the best suburbs of the country's towns and drive 
the latest model cars. The picture is that of a 
community that has achieved much since the days when 
its forbears arrived to serve their girmit. In every 
sector of the economy, in every aspect of the country's 
social life, Indians play an important role and in some, 
a dominant one. They have 22 out of 52 seats in the 
elected House of Representatives though they constitute 
50% of the population. Politically Indians have parity 
with Fijians in the House of Representatives and in 
that sense equality has been granted to them. When one 
considers that the Alliance, a predominantly Fijian 
party is in power, one recognizes that though Indians 
have an equal number of representatives they are not 
commensurately represented in the decision-making 
processes of the country. In the politics of racial 
balance which has been deemed essential to remove 
socio-economic disparities, Indians are likely to suffer 
disadvantages. By remaining divided they provide some 
stability to the country since differences do not 
polarize completely along racial lines, but this does 
not contribute to their feeling of security. If they 
unite, then issues must certainly polarize and confront
ation and conflict become probable. Indians are caught 
in a dilemma. 

Without national issues they have been forced inwards 
and this has contributed to conflict within the 
community itself. 16 Besides, the communal constituencies 
are the prize in any electoral battle in Fiji simply 
because the votes received there are transferred to 
national seats. Thus political encounters occur 
initially within one's own community. It is decided 
there who will be the spokeman of the community. Since 
policies are devised and implemented with communities 
in mind as much as the incipient nation, this contest 
is of immense significances. Hence, politicians 
exploit local differences likely to bring victory. As 
Indian unity has always .been fragile and as there are 
many deep-rooted divisions founded on traditional 
loyalties, Indians divide easily. And politics thrives 
on divisions. 
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Since ' in' 'the House' of Representa tiYeS, the ' nurir'bet: of 
representatives fr.om an , ethnic grouprem'ains constant 
so this 'nuinbe'r of seats is not 'at issue. What is 
important is the person and party that wiil ~peak for 
a community. The party which can best articulate and 
defend the interest:sof a community first and foremost 
is preferred. In the absence of issues of national 
concern, commumil issues became pr'e-eminent and even 
fill the vacuum. But among Fiji Indians today there 
are not even communal issue,s, only personality contests 
using traditional prejudice to gain popularity. 

The conflict among Indians cannot be categorized as 
one between moderates and extremists or radicals 
versus conservatives. These terms ar~ of no application 
at all in Fiji Indian politics, they never have been, 
although they were and are frequently used by the 
opponents of Indians. In the past, Indians divided on 
issues, more than other communities which have always 

' exhibited greater solidarity. Indian numbers increased 
rapidly and the community has been large enough, at 
least since the 1920's, not to worry about its size 
vis a vis others '; it did not become immersed in feelings 
of inferiority which plague numerical minorities. 
Also it has had the use of the ballot box, at least 
since 1929 in Fiji, and thus has become used to the 
hurly-burly of politics associated with elections. 
Issues like common roll, land, the C.S.R. and the 
sugar industry affected all Indians and traversed 
religious and linguistic divisions. Besides, these 
were related to problems peculiar to Indians hence 
they tend to unite Indians against non-Indian 
opponents. They divided Indians too but only over the 
strategy to be pursued in solving these difficulties. 
They were considered indispensable for the realisation 
of izzat, security and citizenship. These all Indians 
desired, irrespective of religion, or linguistic 
affiliation. The presence of these issues and the 
divergent standpoints regarding them in electoral 
politics allowed Indians to develop a political 
sophistication lacking in others. Since politics 
began in one's community it was therefore not sur
prizing that Indians split into opposing camps because 
politics, especially electoral 'politics, thrives on 
divisions. As a result Indians developed some class 
consciousness which occasionally surmounted other 
traditional loyalties which, nevertheless, lingered 
not very far below the surface. 
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Important too in the divisions and unity was personality 
politics. ' Support often accrued to leaders and the 
retinue around them often ' considered their fir'st 
loyalty to their master and the leaders' pronouncements 
determined the issh~s of the day. Most of the early 
leaders emphasised issues and preached Indian unity. 
For instance, Vishnu Deo who entered ,the Legislative 
Council in 1929 and except for a break was there from 
1937 to 1959, though squarely with the Arya Samajis, 
was pundit to all Indians irrespective of religion; 
the community as a whole accepted his position as the 
leader. Others like A.D. Patel and Ayodhya Prasad 
had diehard followers, who were their man first and 
members of the Federation Party or Kisan Sangh next. 
All this is not to suggest Indians were prey to 
demagogu,s as Gillion maintains of the 1920 - 46 
period. 1 There were, in fact, no Indian leaders who 
set out deliberately t 'o play upon the feelings of 'fellow 
Indians. This is not to deny that , Indian political 

,leaders, like counterparts in other comriiunities, dId 
not use emotive language, but it would be incorrect to 
translate this as demagoguery. And if it is, then all, 
not just Indians, are victims of it. Records indicate 
that men such as Badri Mahraj, Manilal or Vishn:u Deo 
cannot be branded demagogues. All the leaders of recent 
times whom the present author has heard at meetings, 
addressing the audience, both in English as well as in 
Hindi, left on him an impression that they were resort
ing to demagoguery. There have been leaders who have 
received support across traditional lines - Koya until 
late 1977; Andrew Deoki, a Christian, who had consider
able urban middle class support in the Suva area; 
A.D. Patel, a Gujerati, whose most devoted followers 
were non-Gujeratis, drawn from all Indian religions, 
languages and occupations. 

All this is not to pretend that traditional divisions 
do not exist among Indians. Some of these differences 
originated in India and were transferred to Fiji. ' 
These have been ev~r-present but came to the fore with 
an unprecedented vigour in the second general election 
of 1977. If these allegiances disappear, many Indians 
claim that they would lose their identity. The ' 
linguistic division of Hindi versus the So~th Indian 
languages, Gujeratis against non-Gujeratis, Punjab~s 
and Madrasis and Northern Indians (i.e. Uttar Pradesh 
origin) against one anoth~r, have acquired a new rel
ease of life but not with the same vehemence as the 
old Hindu versus Muslim antagonism. Admittedly both 
of these groups have subdivisions, Arya Samajis versus 
Sanatanis amongst Hindus, and Sunnis versus Ahmadiyyas 
amongst the Muslims, but they have not been really 
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important in politics. What has been crucial has 
been the difference between being a Hindu and a 
Muslim. These conflicts which can be traced at least 
to the 1920's in Fiji, remained submerged to be 
unearthed whenever necessary by ambitious politicians. 
But it was not until the second general election of 
1977, as has been mentioned, that this cleavage appeared 
everywhere. Hence sub-cultural divisions remain of 
paramount consequence for Indiansi These prejudices 
and biases run very deep and Muslims, from the 1920's, 
have demanded separate political representation for 
thems·elves. Even when S.M. Koya led the N.F.P. and 
there were Muslim parliamentarians on both sides, 
some Muslims persisted with their demand. The events 
and issues of August - September 1977 have convinced 
them that their need is more urgent now then ever 
before. Even those Muslims who previously saw them
selves first and foremost as Indians and totally 
opposed separate representation have, since the defeat 
of Koya, given second thoughts to the concept because, 
they contend, others saw them first as Muslims and as 
Indians afterwards or not at all. 

In sum, the goal of Indian politics has been izzat and 
security. Given the social and economic achievements 
of Fiji Indians izzat has been attained. But it is 
not deemed complete because Indians remain uncertain 
of their security and political rights. To some extent 
the preoccupation with security is a consequence of 
the struggle involved in their achievement which has 
come through diligence sometimes amidst opposition. 
It exists fro~ an awareness of the success of Amin 
and the fate of overseas Indians elsewhere, and at 
ho~e sensitivity to Sakiasi Butadroka's designs. 

The practice of the politics of racial balance 
recent!y ha~ ib~~n a soqrce of . anxiety. Indians accept 

. the need to bridge g~ps 'md .· removedisparities but are 
resen~ful when it .appears ,to ' be implemented only at 

. ~heir expen~e. They argue that they are not 'all rich, 
that their cane fax:mers ar.e in debt, that the shop
keepers are in fact G~je~at~s who ,perceive themselves 

. as di~tinct .· from other Indians. They contend that 
,they own bar~ly 3% of the . land and are here completely 
at the mercy of Fijians. '{hei.r detractors they feel 
over-emphasize their alleged gains and ignore their 
con~ribution and difficulties. .Their domination of 
transport and construction industries, the numbers 
,of their univers i ty graduates and profess ionals should, 
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they argue, be seen in the context of the sacrifices 
made before this stage was reached. Others would 
counter that Indians do protest too much. Indians 
themselves have often not improved matters by 
vociferous insistence on their own rights with a 
single-mindedness that has been insenstive to the 
position pf others in Fiji's plural society. 

As they reach their hundredth anniversary in Fiji, 
Indians appear a successful community even if not 
all of them are prosperous. They possess a very 
strong middle class group, both amongst Lhe urban 
elite as well as the rural cultivators. Some 
Indians are extremely poor but some extremely rich. 
Indians have contributed to every aspect of life in 
Fiji and continue to do so. Constitutionally they 
continue to be accepted and protected through the 
fundamental rights clauses but the realities of 
politics at home and abroad make most apprehensive 
of the future. 

~ I 
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3 

Re~ort of the Committee on Emigration from 
In ~a to the Crown Colonies. CmJ 5192, page 87. 

Lord Salisbury, Public (Emigration) Despatch 
to India 39, 24 March, 18 75 . Fiji Indians have 
regarded this despatch, whose recommendations 
were not accepted by the then Government of 
India, as guaranteeing them equal rights in 
Fiji. 

4 In his comments on political change the author 
is drawing on his own published and unpublished 
material on the subject. For a short survey of 
political representati o during colonial rule 
see his monograph, Fi~i: From Colony to 
IndeKendence 1874 - 1 70, (Universlty of the 
Sout Pacific, Suva, 1977). 

5 

6 Proceedings, Council of Chiefs, 1933. Fiji 
Legislative Council Paper, No. 8 of 193 4. 

7 Fiji Legislative Council Debates, 1946 , pp. 163-
214. 

8 Fiji Times 19 February, 1965; Pacific Islands 
Monthly May, 1965, p. 25. 

9 Ali, A. 'Fiji Indians and the Politics of 
Disparity' Indian Quarterly Vol . 32, o . 
1976, p. 417. 
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10 Th~ Award of the Rt. Hon. Lord Dennin in the 
F1J1 ugar Cane Contract D1spute 1969 

11 Fiji Times ~7 May 1976. 

Suva 1970). 

12 Ali, A. op cit., (1976) pp. 426 - 428. 

13 The first General Election of 1977 is discussed 
in two published papers by the present author: 
'Fiji Indians and the General Election of 1977' 
Foreign Affairs Re~orts, Vol. 2~, No.7, July, 
1976. pp. 148 - 16. 'The Fiji General 
Election of 1977' The Journal of Pacific History, 
Vol. 12 Parts 3 and 4, 1977, pp. 189 - 201. 

14 The N.F.P. also requested the Governor to ask 
Koya to form a Government on the defeat in 
Parliament of the Alliance. They cannot be 
taken seriously on this issue as they must have 
been aware that once defeated the Prime Minister 
would have advised dissolution; advice that the 
Governor-General was obliged to accept. The 
N.F.P.'s belated call for the installation of 
Koya as Prime Minister cannot be interpreted as 
a desire to govern. Besides, as subsequent 
events proved with astounding haste, the 
cleavage in N.F.P. had by then even widened not 
narrowed. 

15 Comments on the Second General Election of 1977 
are based on the author's as yet unpublished 
research on Fiji politics in 1977~ 

16 This is not to suggest that there are no issues 
of national concern which affect members of all 
communities and which might enable cross-community 
solidarity. There are, but they are beyond the 
scope of this paper. 

17 Gillion, OPe cit., p. 19. 






